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[1] Method and Apparatus for Entertaining Callers in a Queue 

[21 CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 

[3] The present application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent Application Serial 
5 No. 09/657,338, filed September 7, 2000; which is a continuation of U.S. Patent 
Application Serial No. 09/434,477, filed November 5, 1999 and issued January 23, 
2001 as U.S. Patent No. 6,178,240 Bl; which is a continuation of U.S. Patent 
Application Serial No. 08/826,930, filed April 8, 1998 and issued January 11, 2000 as 
U.S. Patent No. 6,014,439. Each of the above related applications is incorporated 
1 0 herein by reference . 

[41 FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[5] The present invention relates generally to a system for entertaining callers waiting 
in a queue and more particularly, to a system for offering such callers a plurality of 
1 5 entertainment options, such as the option to make a purchase of goods or services from 
a third party. 

[61 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[7] Telephone-based customer service plays an increasingly important role for 
20 organizations involved in activities requiring direct communication with customers. In 
order to serve a maximum number of callers, call centers are typically designed to 
optimize call handling efficiency and telephone attendant productivity. Many 
conventional systems allow telephone attendants to service a greater number of callers 
by ascertaining the nature of a caller's request through collection, by a live attendant, 
25 of initial information from the caller, and transferring the call to a voice response unit 
to address the specific request of the caller. Other systems reverse the answer and 
collection process by connecting the caller initially to a voice response unit that 
collects information on the nature of a caller's request. The information is ultimately 
used to route the call to an appropriate attendant. 
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[8] An Automatic Call Distributor (ACD) is commonly utilized by call centers to 
enhance attendant productivity. An ACD allows a call center to handle a large number 
of calls cost-effectively by placing some of the calls in a queue when no attendants are 
available. When a call is placed in the queue, a greeting message is typically played to 
5 the caller, identifying the called party and indicating that the next available attendant 
will service the call. 

[9] Call queuing plays an important role in call center operations and provides many 
advantages to the call center, including: increased attendant productivity, by 
minimizing idle time for the attendant; simultaneous handling of a greater number of 

10 calls during an increase in calls; and encouragement of callers to wait for an available 
attendant, as opposed to requiring the caller to attempt another call in response to a 
busy signal. Call queuing, however, is perceived by customers to be a waste of their 
time, and may result in frustration, abandoned calls, a loss of business, and poor 
customer satisfaction when the holding time is deemed excessive. 

15 [10] Thus, in order to entertain callers waiting in a call queue, many call centers 
play music, news, weather or advertising messages to the caller during the holding 
period. In this manner, the caller may be entertained or informed of sales promotions 
for particular products or services. For example, U.S. Patent No. 5,444,774 to Friedes 
discloses an Interactive Queuing System For Call Centers and suggests that music or 

20 advertising messages may be played to a caller on hold. 

[11] Unfortunately, such conventional call queuing entertainment systems have 
experienced only marginal success in satisfying callers placed in a queue. Since most 
callers can already access such conventional and freely available programming sources 
directly from their home, such programming is generally not a sufficient novelty or 

25 value to the caller, nor does it allow the caller to make effective use of the holding 

time, nor does it generally minimize the frustration experienced by the caller as a result 
of an excessive hold time. Conventional systems for entertaining callers placed on 
hold by a call center also do not permit a caller to select a desired entertainment 
option. 
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r 1 21 SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[13] One embodiment of the invention provides for receiving a call from a caller, 
5 the call being associated with a first merchant; placing the call in a queue; determining 
a second merchant; and establishing a connection, the connection enabling 
communication between the caller and the second merchant while the call is in the 
queue. 

10 r 1 4] BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

[15] FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of a communication switching system in 

accordance with one embodiment of the present invention; 

[16] FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram of the PBX/ACD of FIG. 1 ; 

[17] FIG. 3 illustrates a sample table from the customer account database of FIG. 2; 
15 [18] FIG. 4 illustrates a sample table from the call database of FIG. 2; 

[19] FIG. 5 illustrates a sample table from the attendant database of FIG. 2; 

[20] FIG. 6 illustrates a sample table from the content database of FIG. 2; 

[21] FIG. 7 illustrates a sample table from the connection record database of FIG. 2; 

[22] FIG. 8 illustrates a sample table from the merchant database of FIG. 2; 
20 [23] FIG. 9 illustrates a sample table from the offer database of FIG. 2; 

[24] FIGS . 1 OA, 1 0B and 1 0C, collectively, are a flow chart describing an 

exemplary call handling process implemented by the PBX/ACD of FIG. 2; and 

[25] FIGS. 1 1A, 1 IB and 1 1C, collectively, are a flow chart describing an 

exemplary call handling process implemented by the PBX/ACD of FIG. 2. 

25 

T261 DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[27] Generally, according to various embodiments of the invention, a caller placed 
in a queue of a call center will be permitted to access at least one entertainment option 
while on hold. The entertainment options permit the caller to (i) place a free or 
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subsidized call to a third party; (ii) access one or more entertainment services; (iii) 
shop at one or more merchants; or (iv) receive one or more offers. Available 
entertainment services may include at least one premium entertainment service. A 
premium entertainment service is a service for which a fee is normally charged for the 
5 use of that service. A merchant is meant to describe a provider of goods and/or 
services. As is well known in the art, call centers are frequently associated with 
merchants. Embodiments of the invention thus allow a caller to the call center of a 
first merchant to shop at one or more other merchants while on hold with the call 
center. According to a further aspect of the invention, access to the entertainment 

1 0 options can be provided to a caller on a complimentary basis, or for an additional 

payment which may be less than the typical cost of such a service. Thus, while any of 
the entertainment options normally may be available to a caller without first calling the 
call center, the lower cost may provide an incentive to the caller to access the 
entertainment options through the call center. 

15 [28] A call handling process is disclosed which incorporates features of the 

invention to allow the call center to (i) route a call to an appropriate attendant console 
within a pool of attendants, (ii) transfer calls to an interactive voice response unit 
(IVRU) when no attendants are available to service calls, (iii) place a call in a queue, if 
needed, and (iv) provide a caller on hold with access to the entertainment options. 

20 [29] A caller at a station set (e.g., a telephone, video phone, personal computer 

configured with appropriate telephony software, or a combination thereof) places a call 
to the call center. The call is routed via the public telephone network to the call center 
in a conventional manner. The call is preferably processed within the call center to a 
Private Branch Exchange switch (PBX) with Automatic Call Distribution (ACD) 

25 capability. The PBX/ ACD is a switching system designed to receive calls destined for 
the call center and to queue the calls when an appropriate attendant is not available. In 
addition, the PBX/ ACD distributes calls to attendants to ensure even call handling 
loads among attendants, in a known manner. The ACD functionality can be integrated 
with the PBX or provided by a separate unit. Of course, the call need not be processed 
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by a PBX/ACD. For example, the functionality of a PBX/ACD may be provided 
manually by call center personnel. 

[30] The PBX/ACD is preferably connected to an interactive voice response unit 
(IVRU). The IVRU is a voice information system arranged to prompt a caller for 
5 specific information and forward the collected information to the PBX/ACD. In 
addition, the IVRU preferably provides a greeting to the caller identifying the called 
party, announces that the call will be handled by the next available attendant and 
provides the caller with an estimate of the period that the call will remain on hold. 
The functionality of the IVRU may be provided by means other than an IVRU, such as 

10 by personnel associated with the call center. 

[31] As is well known in the art, the term "on hold" is meant to indicate that the 
caller is connected to the called party, but is not currently in communication with an 
individual associated with the originally-called phone number. For example, a call 
may be placed in a queue until an attendant is available. Calls in a queue are typically 

1 5 transferred to an available attendant in the order in which the calls were received. 

Thus, each call in a queue may have an associated position relative to other calls in the 
queue. However, a call in a queue maybe taken off hold, and/or the associated 
position maybe changed, according to various factors, such as the call's importance or 
urgency, value to the call center, or a random selection. Further, those of ordinary skill 

20 in the art will appreciate that a call need not be placed in a queue to be considered to 
be on hold, but may simply be processed in any manner that allows the call to remain 
connected and then to be transferred once an attendant is available. For example, a 
received call may be assigned a status if no attendant is available, in which the status 
indicates the call is to remain connected and then is to be transferred to an available 

25 attendant. 

[32] According to various embodiments of the invention, the rVRU provides the 
caller with a menu or list of available entertainment options that can be accessed by 
the caller while the caller is on hold. The entertainment options need not be provided 
in the form of a menu or list. Preferably, the available entertainment options permit 
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the caller, while on hold, to (i) place a free or subsidized call to a third party; (ii) 
access one or more entertainment services; (iii) shop or (iv) receive one or more offers. 
[33] Upon receipt of the caller's selection, the PBX/ACD provides the caller with 
access to the selected entertainment option while the caller is on hold. 
5 [34] Those of ordinary skill in the art will also appreciate that a caller may be placed 
on hold with respect to his connection to the call center while the caller enjoys a 
selected entertainment option via a second connection. For example, embodiments of 
the invention provide for a caller, on hold with the call center of a first merchant via a 
first connection, to be in communication with a second merchant via a second 
10 connection. 

[35] The PBX/ACD monitors the queue and determines when the call is ready to be 
handled by the next available attendant. Once an attendant is available to handle the 
call, a disconnect warning is preferably played to the caller, and the caller preferably 
can choose when to have the call transferred to the appropriate attendant console. The 
1 5 call is transferred to the attendant console along with any data that may be used by the 
attendant to process the call, in a known manner. 

[36] Once the connection to the selected entertainment option is terminated, an 
entry of the entertainment connection session is preferably made in a connection 
record database. The call center is preferably billed by each content or service 
20 provider for the total connection time. The billing information can be verified using 
the connection record database. 

[37] FIG. 1 shows an illustrative network environment for two-way transferring 
multimedia information, such as video, audio and data, between one or more callers at 
station sets 105, 110, 115, who are waiting in a queue of a call center 100, and one or 
25 more content providers, such as content providers 120, 125, 130, over one or more 
external networks 135, 140, 145. FIG. 1 also shows an illustrative network 
environment for enabling two-way communication, by video, audio and data, between 
one or more callers at station sets 105, 110, 115, who are waiting in a queue of a call 
center 100, and one or more merchants, such as merchants 122, 127, 132, over one or 
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more external networks 135, 140, 145. According to a feature of the present 
invention, the call center 100 enables a caller placed in a queue to access an 
entertainment option while on hold. As used herein, the entertainment options permit 
the caller, while on hold, (i) to place a free or subsidized call to a third party while on 
hold; (ii) to access one or more entertainment services, such as premium entertainment 
services provided by content providers (e.g., content providers 120, 125, 130); (iii) to 
shop at one or more merchants (e.g., merchants 122, 127, 132) or (iv) to receive one or 
more offers. 

[38] A premium entertainment service, as used herein, is a service for which a fee is 
specifically charged for the use of that service, including shared-revenue telephone 
services such as 900 or 976 services, premium web sites, and pay-per-view services. It 
is noted that the fee incurred for a particular premium entertainment service may be a 
variable rate based on the amount of usage of the premium entertainment service (e.g., 
a per-minute rate) or a fixed fee for a predefined period of time (e.g., a flat monthly 
fee). According to a further feature of the invention, access to the entertainment 
options can be provided to a caller on a complimentary basis or for an additional 
payment. 

[39] Other entertainment services may be accessed by the caller. Such 
entertainment services may include a connection to another caller (or callers) on hold 
(e.g., a "chat room"). For example, two callers on hold with an airline may have 
indicated (e.g., via an IVRU) that they each would like to make a flight reservation to 
New York City. The PBX/ACD may then provide to each caller the option to be 
connected to another caller traveling to the same city. In this manner, callers may 
share information (e.g., best tourist sights in New York City) and/or socialize while on 
hold. Such a connection may be made available through any well-known means (e.g., 
telephone, instant messaging, email, video conferencing). 

[40] A caller on hold may be provided with the opportunity to answer questions 
from other callers. After connecting to the call center, a caller could declare an area of 
knowledge or expertise. The present system would then enable other callers interested 
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in that area of knowledge to connect to the caller and ask her questions. For example, 
a caller on hold may indicate that she is knowledgeable about touring in Hawaii. 
Other callers on hold may be provided with the option to ask her questions about 
Hawaii or to listen to her conversation with another caller. Callers may be provided 
5 with the opportunity to rate the expert. In this manner, each "expert" may have an 
associated rating. As a reward to such experts, call center 100 could provide a small 
payment or product discounts. Alternatively, experts might receive priority processing 
such as an improved position within the queue. 

[41 ] In another embodiment, the expert may have an associated rate (or rates) that is 

1 0 charged to those to whom she provides information. For example, the system may 
charge one rate to callers who listen in to her conversations with other callers, and 
another rate for the opportunity to ask a question of the expert directly. The system 
may provide at least a portion of the amounts charged to the expert. The system may 
also subsidize, wholly or in part, the cost of accessing an expert as an incentive to 

1 5 callers to remain on hold. 

[42] Another entertainment service that may be provided is the ability for a caller on 
hold to record a performance or message. For example, a caller on hold may sing a 
song (e.g., karaoke), read a poem, perform a dance or skit, play a musical instrument, 
display an artwork, display photographs (e.g., vacation photographs), give a political 

20 opinion or tell a joke. In another embodiment, a caller on hold may be provided with 
the option to "surf the connections of other callers while they are performing or 
leaving messages. If the caller finds a connection he finds interesting, he may remain 
on that connection in order to hear and/or view the performance. 
[43] Alternatively, a caller on hold may be provided with the option to "surf or 

25 browse stored performances or other content recorded by callers while they were on 
hold. According to a further embodiment, a caller may rate a performance. According 
to another embodiment, callers on hold are provided with the option to listen to the 
highest rated performances. According to another embodiment, callers on hold are 
provided with the opportunity to listen to and/or vote for the best performances. For 
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example, a caller on hold may be provided with the option to listen to the recorded 
joke that had been voted the best joke of the week. Live or recorded content may be 
moderated by the present system in order to ensure that it is appropriate. 
[44] Another entertainment service that may be provided is the ability for a caller on 
5 hold to participate in one or more surveys or polls. For example, a caller on hold with 
an airline may be asked to vote for his favorite of a selection of destination cities, or 
indicate his opinion regarding a current political issue. According to another 
embodiment, callers on hold may be provided the option of reviewing the results of 
such surveys. 

1 0 [45] According to another entertainment service that may be provided by the present 
invention, each caller on hold is provided the option to select a set of numbers (e.g., 
like a lottery ticket) at the beginning of his call. Every ten minutes a random drawing 
of numbers could be conducted. If the customer is on hold at the time of the drawing 
and his numbers match the drawn set, he wins a prize (e.g., airline tickets). According 

15 to an alternative embodiment, each customer could be entered once into a drawing. 
The probability of winning for each caller would be directly proportional to the length 
of time the caller spent on hold. A drawing could then be held periodically (e.g., once 
a month) to determine a winner. This entertainment service could be provided either 
at the election of the caller or automatically by the PBX/ACD. Similarly, a bingo 

20 game may be provided as an entertainment service, with the drawn numbers 

corresponding to a bingo card provided to the customer, for example, by mail, via 
email, or on a web site. 

[46] As shown in FIG. 1, a caller at a station set, such as station set 105, places a 
call to the call center 100. The station set 105 may be embodied as a conventional 
25 telephone, wireless telephone, personal digital assistant (PDA), handheld device, video 
phone, personal computer configured with appropriate telephony software, or a 
combination thereof. In addition, the station set 105 may be embodied with a 
connection to the Internet, which may or may not be the same connection through 
which the call is placed. The call is routed via the telephone network 135, discussed 
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below, to the call center 100, in a conventional manner. The call is preferably routed 
within the call center 100 to a PBX switch with ACD capability. The PBX/ACD 150 
is preferably connected to an IVRU 155. As discussed further below, the PBX/ACD 
150 and the IVRU 155 may comprise conventional hardware and software, as 
5 modified herein to carry out the functions and operations of the present invention. 
[47] The PBX/ACD 150 may be embodied, for example, using the AT&T Defmity 
PBX with ACD capability, as modified herein to execute the functions and operations 
of the present invention. The PBX/ACD 150 is discussed more fully below in 
conjunction with FIG. 2. Generally, the PBX/ACD 150 is a switching system 

10 designed to receive calls destined for call center 100 and to queue the received calls 
when an appropriate attendant is not available. In addition, the PBX/ACD 150 
distributes calls to attendants or specific groups of attendants according to a 
prearranged scheme, such as a hunt group, to ensure even call handling loads among 
attendants, in a known manner. The ACD functionality can be integrated with the 

1 5 PBX, as in the illustrative embodiment shown in FIG. 1 , or provided by a separate 
unit. 

[48] The IVRU 155 is a voice information system arranged to (i) prompt a caller for 
specific information by asking questions based on a set of modules in a transaction 
script, (ii) collect that information by detecting and interpreting dual tone 

20 multifrequency (DTMF) signals entered by the caller or by recognizing speech input 
from the caller, (iii) organize the collected information in a specific format and (iv) 
forward the collected information to the PBX/ACD 150. The IVRU 155 may be 
embodied, for example, using the AT&T Conversant Voice System. For a detailed 
description of the AT&T Conversant Voice System, see AT&T Technical Journal, 

25 Vol. 65, Issue 5, pp. 34-47, September/October 1986, incorporated herein by 
reference. 

[49] Generally, the IVRU 155 includes a central processing unit (CPU) (not shown) 
which executes a user interface process 170 and a system software process 175. The 
user interface process 170 includes a transaction script including a sequence of 
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questions to be posed to a caller to elicit answers in the form of DTMF signals or 
speech input. The modules of a transaction script are executed in a specified order 
(which may vary based on the caller's responses) to answer incoming calls destined for 
call center 100, and to greet callers with pre-recorded voice prompts to direct callers to 
5 enter specific information to process their calls. The system software process 175, on 
the other hand, includes primitives to detect DTMF signals entered by the caller and 
speech recognition software to identify speech input provided by a caller. 
[50] The PBX/ACD 150 and the TVRU 155 preferably transmit digitally encoded 
data and other information, including voice signals, between one another. The 

1 0 transmitted data and other information may represent caller name and an identifier that 
identifies the caller, (e.g., identification number), specific information entered by the 
caller in response to the sequence of posed questions, and a menu of entertainment 
options and caller selections. The communications link between the PBX/ACD 150 
and the IVRU 155 preferably comprises a cable or wireless link on which electronic 

1 5 signals can propagate. 

[51] Once an attendant is available, the IVRIJ 155 preferably plays a short message 
to the caller indicating that the call is being connected to a live attendant and transfers 
the call along with the collected data to the PBX/ACD 150. The collected information 
is thereafter forwarded by the PBX/ACD 150 to an available attendant console 160 for 

20 display to the attendant who handles the call. Each attendant console 160 preferably 
includes a station set and an associated console or general purpose computer to enter 
or receive data used to complete a transaction with a caller. 

[52] It is noted that each content provider, such as content providers 120, 125, 130, 
preferably employs a general purpose computer for communicating with the call center 
25 100. The general purpose computer of each content provider 120, 125, 130 is 

preferably comprised of a processing unit, a modem, memory means and appropriate 
audio/video hardware and software. 

[53] It is noted that each merchant, such as merchants 122, 127, 132, preferably 
employs a general purpose computer for communicating with the call center 100. The 
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general purpose computer of each merchant 122, 127, 132 is preferably comprised of a 
processing unit, a modem, memory means and appropriate audio/video hardware and 
software. 

[54] The telephone network 135, as used herein, includes the combination of local 
5 and long distance wire or wireless facilities and switches known as the public switched 
telephone network (PSTN), as well as cellular network systems and the telephony 
feature of the Internet. The telephone network 135 is utilized to complete calls 
between (i) a caller at a station set, such as station sets 105, 110, 115, and the call 
center 100; (ii) a caller on hold and a third party; (iii) a caller on hold and a shared- 

10 revenue telephone service, such as a 900 or 976 service, provided by content provider 
120; and (iv) a caller on hold and a merchant 122. As is well known, shared-revenue 
telephone services deliver a particular service over the telephone and subsequently bill 
the caller. The caller is typically identified by the telephone number (AM) from which 
the call is made, with the subsequent bill then included as part of the caller's regular 

1 5 telephone bill The content provider typically calculates the amount of the bill after 
the service has been delivered. This amount is forwarded to the billing telephone 
company, which both bills and collects the appropriate amount from the caller. The 
telephone company typically deducts a portion of the total fee for the service in return 
for both the cost of making the telephone connection and for the telephone company's 

20 role as bill collector. 

[55] In one preferred embodiment, the caller can be presented with a list or menu of 
available shared-revenue telephone services or merchants by the IVRU 155, with the 
corresponding telephone number programmed for each content provider or merchant. 
The caller thereafter enters his selection of a desired content provider or merchant, 

25 which selection is transmitted to the PBX/ACD 150. Upon receiving the selection, the 
PBX/ACD 150 may automatically connect the caller with the appropriate content 
provider or merchant by dialing the corresponding telephone number and connecting 
the caller to the called party, in a known manner. Alternatively, the IVRU 155 may 
provide the corresponding telephone number to the caller. 
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[56] The television network 140, as used herein, includes a wireless broadcast 
network for distribution of premium video programming, such as Digital Satellite 
Service (DSS), as well as a conventional wired cable television network (CATV). The 
premium entertainment services accessed via the television network 140 include pay- 
5 per- view video programming. A shopping channel provided by merchant 127 may 
also be accessed via the television network 140. 

[57] The Internet network 145, as used herein, includes the World Wide Web (the 
"Web") and other systems for storing and retrieving information using the Internet. To 
view a web site, the user communicates an electronic Web address, referred to as a 

1 0 Uniform Resource Locator (URL), associated with the web site, hi one preferred 

embodiment, the caller can be presented with a list or menu of available premium web 
sites by the IVRU 155, with the corresponding URL programmed for each web site. 
The caller thereafter enters his selection of a desired premium web site, which 
selection is transmitted to the PBX/ACD 150. Upon receiving the selection, the 

1 5 PBX/ACD 150 may automatically connect the caller with the appropriate server. 

Alternatively, the IVRU 155 may provide the corresponding URL to the caller. A web 
browser software product, such as Netscape Navigator or Microsoft Internet Explorer, 
may be used to access the web site by communicating with the appropriate server, in a 
known manner. The premium entertainment services accessed via the Internet 

20 network 145 include premium web sites, such as ESPNET Sportszone. Merchants, 
such as web-site based merchant 132, may also be accessed via the Internet network 
145. Access may be provided, for example, for a predetermined period of time, until 
the caller makes a purchase, until the caller finishes downloading an electronic 
information item, or until the call is taken off hold. 

25 [58] It is noted that if the caller accesses the call center 100 from a conventional 
telephone, the textual portions of a premium web site may be converted to speech for 
presentation to the caller. Alternatively, as noted above, a caller accessing the call 
center 1 00 from a conventional telephone may be provided with a URL corresponding 
to the content provider or merchant. The caller may then use the URL to access the 
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web site via Internet network 145 using station set 105 or a separate connection (not 
shown) to Internet network 145. 

[59] FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the architecture of an illustrative PBX/ACD 
150. As previously indicated, the PBX/ACD 150 maybe embodied, for example, 
5 using the AT&T Definity PBX with ACD capability, as modified herein to execute the 
functions and operations of the present invention. The PBX/ACD 150 preferably 
includes certain standard hardware components, such as a central processing unit 
(CPU) 230, a data storage device 240, a read only memory (ROM) 220, a random 
access memory (RAM) 205, a clock 225, and a communications port 235. The CPU 

10 230 is preferably linked to each of the other listed elements, either by means of a 
shared data bus, or dedicated connections, as shown in FIG. 2. 
[60] The CPU 230 may be embodied as a single processor, or a number of 
processors operating in parallel. The data storage device 240 and/or ROM 220 are 
operable to store one or more instructions, as discussed below in conjunction with 

1 5 FIGS. 1 OA, 1 0B and 1 0C, which the CPU 230 is operable to retrieve, interpret and 
execute. The RAM 205 preferably stores the queue 210 of indicators describing the 
order of the queued calls directed to the call center. The CPU 230 preferably includes 
a control unit, an arithmetic logic unit (ALU), and a CPU local memory storage 
device, such as, for example, a stackable cache or a plurality of registers, in a known 

20 manner. The control unit is operable to retrieve instructions from the data storage 
device 240 or ROM 220. The ALU is operable to perform a plurality of operations 
needed to carry out instructions. The CPU local memory storage device is operable to 
provide high speed storage used for storing temporary results and control information. 
[61] As discussed further below in conjunction with FIGS. 3 through 9, the data 

25 storage device 240 includes a customer account database 300, a call database 400, an 
attendant database 500, a content database 600, a connection record database 700, a 
merchant database 800, and an offer database 900. The customer account database 
300 preferably stores information on each customer, such as biographical information 
and purchase history information. The call database 400 preferably stores information 
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on each call being processed by the call center 100, including an indication of the 
position of the call within the queue 210. The attendant database 500 preferably stores 
information on each attendant, including an indication of the availability status of each 
attendant and his respective expertise. 
5 [62] The content database 600 preferably stores information used by the PBX/ACD 
150 for each available premium entertainment service, including information for 
accessing the selected content provider, such as the appropriate external network and 
network address to be utilized, as well as any corresponding account number and/or 
password. The connection record database 700 preferably stores information on each 

10 connection session made by the PBX/ACD 150 to an entertainment service, including 
an indication of the duration or estimated cost of each connection session. 
[63] The merchant database 800 preferably stores information on each available 
merchant, including information for accessing a selected merchant, such as an 
associated external network and network address to be utilized, as well as any 

1 5 corresponding account number and/or password. A given merchant may be accessible 
via more than one external network, address, account number and/or password. The 
merchant database 800 also preferably stores merchant rules for determining whether 
to offer the caller the option to access a given merchant. The offer database 900 
preferably stores information on one or more offers that may be presented to the caller, 

20 including offer rules for determining whether to provide an offer to the caller. 

[64] In addition, the data storage device 240 includes a call handling process 1000, 
discussed further below in conjunction with FIGS. 10A, 10B and IOC. Generally, the 
call handling process 1000 allows the PBX/ACD 150 to (i) route a call to an 
appropriate attendant console 160 within a pool of attendants, (ii) transfer calls to the 

25 IVRU 155 when no attendants are available to service a particular call, (iii) place a call 
in a queue, if needed, and (iv) provide a caller on hold with access to the entertainment 
options. 

[65] According to a feature of the present invention, if the caller selects a particular 
entertainment option, the PBX/ACD 150 determines the appropriate access to the 
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entertainment option. Accordingly, if the caller elects to place a call to a third party 
while on hold, the caller is preferably prompted by the call handling process 1000 to 
enter the telephone number of the third party to be called. If the caller selects a 
particular entertainment service, the PBX/ACD 150 determines the appropriate access 
5 to the entertainment service. For example, if the caller selects a particular premium 
entertainment service, the PBX/ACD 150 accesses the content database 600 to retrieve 
any information used to access the selected content provider. 
[66] If the caller elects to purchase goods and/or services, the PBX/ACD 150 
accesses the merchant database 800 to retrieve information for determining at least one 

10 merchant at which the caller may shop while on hold. Merchant database 800 

preferably includes rules that may be used to determine to which merchants the caller 
should be given access. In this manner, the PBX/ACD may determine the at least one 
merchant based on information associated with the call, such as information collected 
from the caller by IVRU 155, or purchase history or demographic information stored 

15 in customer account database 300. For example, the PBX/ACD 150 may provide a 
caller desiring to make a flight reservation the options of shopping at a merchant that 
is appropriate for a traveler, such as a bookseller or a luggage retailer. The 
determination of which merchants a caller should be given access to need not be based 
on rules. Also, a caller need not be given the opportunity to select a merchant. For 

20 example, the PBX/ACD 150 may automatically select at least one merchant, in the 
manner described above, and enable the caller to be connected to the at least one 
merchant. 

[67] If the caller selects a particular merchant at which to shop, the PBX/ACD 1 50 
accesses the merchant database 800 to retrieve information used to access the selected 
25 merchant, such as a telephone number or network address. Merchant database 800 is 
also accessed to retrieve any information relating to complimentary discounts, 
promotions, rewards or offers available to the customer while shopping at the 
merchant. In this way, a caller on hold may purchase goods or services from a 
merchant for a purchase amount that may be less than the typical cost of making the 
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purchase at the merchant. Thus, while any of the merchants normally may be 
accessible by a caller without first calling the call center, the lower cost may provide 
an incentive to the caller to access the merchant through the call center. 
[68] If the caller elects to receive an offer (or offers), the PBX/ACD 150 accesses 
5 the offer database 900 to retrieve information for providing the caller at least one offer, 
or type of offer. Of course, it is not required that the caller elect to receive an offer. 
The PBX/ACD 150 may automatically provide an offer (or selection of offers) to a 
caller on hold. An offer may be provided to the caller based on information associated 
with the call, such as information collected from the caller by IVRU 155, or purchase 
10 history or demographic information stored in customer account database 300. For 
example, the PBX/ACD 150 may automatically inform a caller desiring to make a 
flight reservation that if the caller remains on hold until being connected to an agent, 
the caller will be rewarded with two frequent flyer miles for every minute that the 
caller was on hold. 

1 5 [69] A connection is thereafter established by the PBX/ACD 1 50 based on the 
access information between the caller and the selected entertainment option. The 
connection is preferably established while the call is on hold, but need not be. 
Embodiments of the invention also provide for the caller to be connected to more than 
one entertainment option. A caller may be connected to multiple entertainment 

20 options simultaneously. Alternatively, or in addition, a caller may be connected to a 
succession of entertainment options. 

[70] Alternatively, the PBX/ACD 150 may enable a connection between the caller 
and the selected entertainment option without the PBX/ACD 150 establishing the 
connection. For example, the PBX/ACD 150 may provide the caller with a URL 
25 corresponding to a web site of content provider 130, accessible by the caller via a 

separate Internet connection. The connection to the selected entertainment option may 
be enabled, for example, for a predetermined period of time, until the caller makes a 
purchase, until the caller finishes downloading an electronic information item, or until 
the call is taken off hold. According to one embodiment, the PBX/ACD 150 maybe 
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in communication with content provider 130 and may transmit a signal to content 
provider 130 indicating the call has been taken off hold, hi response, content provider 
130 may prevent the caller from accessing the web site content via the separate 
Internet connection. 

5 [71] The communications port 235 connects the PBX/ACD 150 to an attendant 
interface 245, an IVRU interface 250 and an external network interface 260, thereby 
linking the PBX/ACD 150 to each attendant console 160, the IVRU 155 and the 
external networks 135, 140, 145, respectively. The communications port 235 
preferably includes multiple communication channels for simultaneously establishing 

10 a plurality of connections . 

[72] According to a feature of the present invention, the PBX/ACD 150 is capable 
of presenting entertainment options, including premium entertainment services 
received from one or more content providers 120, 125, 130, to a caller in a queue of 
the call center 100. As previously indicated, the premium entertainment services 

1 5 received from the content provider may be multimedia information, including video, 
audio and/or data information. Thus, the PBX/ACD 150 is preferably capable of 
transmitting such multimedia information to a caller. 

[73] As previously indicated, the customer account database 300, shown in FIG. 3, 
preferably stores information on each customer, including biographical information 

20 and purchase history information. The customer account database 300 maintains a 
plurality of records, such as records 310-312, each associated with a different 
customer. For each customer name listed in field 320, the customer account database 
300 includes a customer identifier in field 322, the customer's address in field 325 and 
a telephone number in field 330. The customer identifier is any identifier that 

25 uniquely identifies a customer, such as an identification number, hi addition, the 
customer account database 300 preferably includes customer data in field 335. For 
example, the customer data may indicate any purchases or reservations made by the 
customer, relevant customer history, history of accepted and rejected offers, or other 
information which may be used by the call center 100 to process a call from the given 
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customer. Demographic data, such as gender or age information, could also be stored 
for each customer. 

[74] In one preferred embodiment, the customer account database 300 includes a 
flag in field 340 indicating whether the respective customer should be provided with 
5 access to the entertainment options during any holding periods. In this manner, the 
call center 100 can limit access to certain classes of customers, such as frequent 
purchasers, and deny access to customers who have previously made fraudulent usage 
of the entertainment options. For example, customers who make a practice of calling 
the call center 100 to access the complimentary paid entertainment options during the 

10 holding period and then hang up when an attendant becomes available should 
thereafter be denied complimentary access to the paid entertainment options. 
[75] The customer account database 300 also preferably includes expert data in field 
345. For example, the expert data may include an indication of the customer's areas of 
expertise and any rates charged for providing the customer's expertise to other callers. 

1 5 The customer account database 300 also preferably includes an identifier that 
identifies a financial account associated with the customer, such as a credit card 
account number, in field 350. 

[76] As previously indicated, the call database 400, shown in FIG. 4, preferably 
stores information on each call being processed by the call center 100, including an 

20 indication of the position of the call within the queue. The call database 400 maintains 
a plurality of records, such as records 411-413, each associated with a different call 
being processed by the call center 100. For each call, the call database 400 preferably 
includes: a tracking number assigned by the call center 100 in field 420, an indication 
in field 422 of the customer identifier corresponding to the caller; an indication of the 

25 subject category associated with the call in field 425, based on initial information 

collected by the IVRU 155; an indication of the position of the call within the queue in 
field 430 and the telephone number (ANI) of the station set 105, 110, 115 which 
placed the call in field 435. In addition, the call database 400 identifies the channel 
number associated with the call in field 440, the time the call was received in field 445 
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and the identification number of the attendant handling the call (once assigned) in field 
450. Database 400 need not include all of the above information. Of course, 
additional information may also be stored. 

[77] As discussed above, the attendant database 500, shown in FIG. 5, preferably 
5 stores information on each attendant utilized by the call center 1 00. The attendant 

database 500 maintains a plurality of records, such as records 511-513, each associated 
with a different attendant handling customer calls. For each attendant listed by 
identification number in field 520, the attendant database 500 includes the current 
availability status of the attendant in field 525 and an indication of any expertise of the 
1 0 attendant in field 530. Field 525 can also be utilized to identify any attendants who 
speak a particular foreign language. 

[78] Information used by the PBX/ACD 1 50 with respect to each available premium 
entertainment service is preferably stored in a content database, such as the content 
database 600 illustrated in FIG. 6. The content database 600 maintains a plurality of 

15 records, such as records 610-612, each associated with a different premium 

entertainment service. For each premium entertainment service option listed in field 
620, the content database 600 includes an indication in field 625 of the appropriate 
content provider, such as the content provider 125, that provides the respective 
premium entertainment service. In addition, the content database 600 preferably 

20 contains any information that is used to access each premium entertainment service. 

In one embodiment, the content database 600 stores access information in field 630, an 
account number in field 635 and a password in field 640. 

[79] For example, if a particular premium entertainment service is a premium web 
site, the access information stored in field 630 may indicate that the web site is 
25 accessed via the Internet 145, and may contain the appropriate URL address. 

Similarly, if a premium entertainment service is a shared-revenue telephone service, 
the access information stored in field 630 may indicate that the shared revenue 
telephone service is accessed via the telephone network 135, and contain the 
appropriate 900 or 976 telephone number. Finally, if the premium entertainment 
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service is a pay-per-view movie clip selection, the access information may indicate 
that the pay-per-view movie clip is accessed via a cable (or wireless) television 
network, such as the network 140, and contain the appropriate cable television channel 
number. 

5 [80] In one embodiment, the content database 600 also includes cost information in 
field 645 for each premium entertainment service. In this manner, the call center 100 
can maintain estimated cost information for each connection session and implement 
variable per minute rates for one or more premium entertainment services. 
[81] As previously indicated, the PBX/ACD 150 preferably maintains a connection 

1 0 record database 700, shown in FIG. 7, for storing information on each connection 

session to an entertainment service. The connection record database 700 maintains a 
plurality of records, such as the records 710-712, each associated with a different 
connection session made by the PBX/ACD 150 to an entertainment service. For each 
connection session listed by an assigned identification number in field 720, the 

15 connection record database 700 preferably stores the telephone number of the 

customer who requested the connection in field 725, and the date, time and duration of 
the connection in fields 730, 735 and 740, respectively. In addition, the connection 
record database 700 preferably records an indication of the entertainment option (e.g., 
content provider 125, merchant 127), in field 745 that provides the entertainment 

20 option associated with the connection and an indication of the estimated cost of the 
connection in field 750. hi this manner, the call center 100 has recorded the 
appropriate information, which may be required to verify any contested charges. 
[82] As previously indicated, the merchant database 800, shown in FIG. 8, 
preferably stores information on each merchant from which a customer may purchase 

25 goods and/or services. The merchant database 800 maintains a plurality of records, 
such as the records 810, 81 1, and 812, each associated with a different merchant. For 
each merchant name listed in field 820, the merchant database 800 includes a 
merchant identifier 825. In addition, the merchant database 800 preferably contains 
any information used to access each merchant in field 830. 
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[83] For example, if a merchant provides shopping via telephone, the access 
information stored in field 830 may indicate that the merchant is accessed via the 
telephone network 135, and may contain the appropriate telephone number. Similarly, 
if a particular merchant provides shopping via a web site, the access information 
5 stored in field 830 may indicate that the web site is accessed via the Internet 145, and 
may contain the appropriate URL address. 

[84] A caller on hold with an airline in order to make a flight reservation, for 
example, is thus provided the opportunity to shop for a book at a bookseller to enjoy 
during his flight. In another example, callers on hold who are being entertained with 
1 0 music may be provided with access to a music merchant in order to buy the song being 
played while they are on hold. 

[85] hi addition to providing the opportunity to make purchases while on hold, 
various embodiments of the present invention may provide discounts to callers on 
hold. Accordingly, the merchant database 800 also preferably stores an indication of 

1 5 any discount information in field 835 . For example, a bookseller might apply a 1 0% 
discount to any book purchase made by a caller on hold. Alternatively, or in addition, 
the airline could subsidize at least a portion of the cost of a book purchase, as this 
might encourage the caller to remain on hold. The amount of any provided discount 
could vary according to any of various factors, including the caller's biographical 

20 information, purchase history, whether the caller belongs to a preferred customer class, 
the length of time the caller has been on hold, or the anticipated length of time the 
caller will remain on hold. For example, the amount of the discount could increase in 
direct proportion to the length of time a caller is on hold. 

[86] According to another embodiment, IVRU 155 could provide the user with a 
25 promotional code or digital certificate, stored in field 835, that enables the user to 

receive a discount at a merchant. This discount may only be available during the time 
that the caller is on hold. Alternatively, the discount may be valid for a predetermined 
period of time. According to another embodiment, the caller is offered the opportunity 
to shop while on hold, but any applicable discount is only applied if the caller stays on 
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hold after making his purchase and eventually completes a transaction with an agent 
(or, alternatively, spends a minimum amount of time connected to an agent). 
[87] For example, a caller having a cable modem connection to the Internet through 
his personal computer is on hold with personal computer technical support after 
5 placing a telephone call using a conventional telephone. After being placed on hold, 
the caller is informed of opportunities to shop at a discount at one or more merchants. 
The caller elects to shop at a bookseller, and the IVRU 155 provides the caller with a 
promotional code for the bookseller that entitles the caller to 10% off of any purchase 
initiated while the caller is on hold. Using his cable modem connection to the Internet, 
1 0 the caller may shop at the bookseller' s web site while still remaining on hold with the 
technical support provider. 

[88] In another shopping embodiment, the customer selects products to buy with the 
touch tone keys of his telephone through IVRU 155. For example, after selecting a 
bookseller the user may be instructed to "press 1 for a listing of recent favorite books, 

15 press 2 for travel books, press 3 for paperback mysteries, press 4 for gift books, etc." 
Each of these categories may be subdivided into smaller categories as the customer 
drills down into them, hi another embodiment, the customer enters the first five letters 
of the author's last name, and is then presented with a list of his books or a list of 
author's whose name begins with those five letters. 

20 [89] In another example, many callers on hold with an airline to reserve a flight may 
also need to reserve a hotel room at their destination. The present invention allows a 
caller on hold with the airline to connect to a hotel reservation system. As described 
above, the hotel may offer a benefit or discount (e.g., a free or reduced price, a room 
upgrade) that the airline may be willing to subsidize in order to keep the caller content 

25 while on hold. 

[90] Merchant database 800 also preferably includes a merchant rules field 840 that 
contains information used to determine whether access to a merchant should be 
provided to a caller. For example, merchant rules field 840 may indicate that a caller 
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should be provided with the option to shop at a bookseller if the caller is calling to 
reserve an airline flight. 

[91] As previously indicated, the offer database 900, shown in FIG. 9, preferably 
stores information on each offer that may be made to a caller on hold. The offer 
5 database 900 maintains a plurality of records, such as the records 910, 91 1, and 912, 
each associated with a different offer. Each offer record in database 900 preferably 
contains an indication of a sponsoring merchant in field 920, an offer identifier in field 
925, a benefit in field 930, an indication of any obligation in field 935, and an 
indication of any offer rules in field 940. 

10 [92] Depending on the terms of the offer, a caller may receive a discount for 

agreeing to an obligation. For example, a caller on hold with an airline may be offered 
the opportunity to shop at a bookseller and receive one free paperback book, in 
exchange for agreeing to receive a monthly travel email from the airline. According to 
another embodiment, a caller may receive an offer of a benefit in exchange for 

15 agreeing to a forward commitment. For example, a caller on hold may agree to buy 
two more airline tickets in exchange for receiving free long distance telephone service 
for a month. 

[93] According to other embodiments, a caller may receive a discount or reward 
without any corresponding obligation, or in exchange for remaining on hold. For 

20 example, a caller on hold may receive a benefit (e.g., free long distance minutes, free 
frequent flyer miles) based on the time the caller spends on hold. The caller may have 
to actually be connected to a telephone agent before being awarded the minutes, in 
order to prevent fraudulent practices by callers who may, for example, "earn" free 
minutes on hold, hang up, and call again. Alternatively, the caller might be required to 

25 spend at least three minutes speaking with an agent, or the agent herself might have the 
ability to authorize the provision of a benefit to the caller. 

[94] As discussed above, a caller could be provided with a discount valid for the 
purchase of goods or services at another merchant. Alternatively, the caller could be 
rewarded with a discount applicable to the merchant with which he is on hold. 
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According to another embodiment, a caller on hold could be provided with a gift after 
being on hold for a predetermined amount of time. The IVRU 155 could inform the 
caller at the beginning of the call of the possibility of a reward in order to encourage 
the caller to remain on hold. According to another embodiment, the caller is offered a 
5 gift or reward for which the caller only has to pay shipping and handling. For 
example, while the caller is on hold, or, alternatively, when the call has been 
connected to an agent, the caller may be provided with a URL or promotional code 
enabling the caller to select a prize from a corresponding web site or catalog merchant. 
Once the caller has made a selection of his gift, the caller is charged for shipping and 

10 handling costs. 

[95] According to another embodiment, a caller on hold may be provided the 
opportunity to receive a benefit in exchange for responding to a survey. For example, 
in exchange for answering ten questions about the vacation the caller is planning, the 
caller may be entered into a drawing for a first class seat upgrade for a purchased 

1 5 flight. According to another embodiment, a caller may earn a discount or benefit by 
agreeing to listen to a merchant's marketing pitch. A customer calling an airline, for 
example, might get a ten dollar discount on her airline ticket in exchange for listening 
to a pitch from a hotel in the city to which she is traveling. 

[96] According to one embodiment of the present invention, discount information 
20 field 835 of merchant database 800 contains an offer identifier 925 indicating an offer 
stored in offer database 900. According to another embodiment of the present 
invention, sponsoring merchant field 920 of offer database 900 contains a merchant 
identifier 825 corresponding a merchant record in merchant database 800. 
[97] As discussed above, the PBX/ACD 150 preferably executes a call handling 
25 process 1000, shown in FIGS. 10A, 10B and 10C, in order to (i) route a call to an 

appropriate attendant console 160 within a pool of attendants, (ii) transfer calls to the 
IVRU 155 when no attendants are available to service a particular call, (iii) place a call 
in a queue, if needed, and (iv) provide a caller on hold with access to the entertainment 
options. 
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[98] As illustrated in FIG. 10A, the PBX/ACD 150 begins the processes embodying 
the principles of the present invention during step 1005, when a caller places a call to 
the customer service call center 100. The information associated with the call is 
preferably forwarded to the PBX/ACD 150 during step 1010. For example, the 
5 PBX/ACD 150 may access a database, such as the customer account database 300, to 
retrieve biographical information on the customer placing the call and receive 
information initially collected by the IVRU 155. 

[ 99] A test is preferably performed during step 1 0 1 5 to determine if an appropriate 
attendant is available to handle the call. If it is determined during step 1015 that an 

10 appropriate attendant is available to handle the call, then program control proceeds to 
step 1070 (FIG. 10C), as discussed below, for call handling. If, however, it is 
determined during step 1015 that an appropriate attendant is not available to handle the 
call, then a message is preferably played to the caller by the IVRU 155 during step 
1020 with an appropriate greeting and estimate of the hold time. 

15 [ 1 00] A test is performed during step 1 022 to determine if the caller should be 

provided with complimentary access to the paid entertainment options. As previously 
indicated, the customer account database 300 includes a flag in field 340 indicating 
whether the respective customer should be provided with access to the paid 
entertainment options during any holding periods. In this manner, complimentary 

20 access can be limited to certain classes of customers and denied to customers who 
have previously made fraudulent usage of the complimentary paid entertainment 
options. If it is determined during step 1022 that the caller should be denied 
complimentary access to the paid entertainment options, then program control 
proceeds to step 1060 (FIG. 10C) where the caller will be placed in the queue. 

25 [101] If, however, it is determined during step 1 022 that the caller should be 

provided with complimentary access to the paid entertainment options, then the caller 
is preferably presented with a menu of the available paid entertainment options by the 
IVRU 155 during step 1025. 
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[1 02] In a preferred embodiment, the entertainment option permits the caller, while 
on hold, to (i) place a free or subsidized call to a third party or (ii) access one or more 
premium entertainment services. In one embodiment, the entertainment options 
offered to the caller correspond to the anticipated period that the caller will be on hold. 
5 The PBX/ACD 150 preferably waits until a selection of the desired entertainment 

option is received from the caller during step 1027. For example, the caller may push 
a button on a telephone keypad corresponding to a desired entertainment option, may 
speak the name of the entertainment option, or may otherwise indicate his selection. 
Alternatively, a failure by the caller to actively select an option may result in a default 

10 entertainment option. 

[103] Upon receipt of the desired entertainment option, the PBX/ACD 150 performs 
a test during step 1030 (FIG. 10B) to determine if the caller has elected to place a call 
to a third party. If it is determined during step 1030 that the caller has selected to place 
a call to a third party, then the caller is prompted during step 1035 by the IVRU 1 55 to 

1 5 enter the telephone number of the third party to be called. Thereafter, the PBX/ACD 
150 establishes a connection between the caller and the indicated telephone number 
during step 1040 and program control proceeds to step 1060 (FIG. 10C). 
[104] If, however, it is determined during step 1030 that the caller has not elected to 
place a call to a third party, then a further test is performed during step 1042 to 

20 determine if the caller has elected to access a premium entertainment service. If it is 
determined during step 1042 that the caller has not elected to access a premium 
entertainment service, then the selection provided by the caller is not a valid selection 
and the caller is preferably prompted to re-enter his selection during step 1044. 
[1 05] If, however, it is determined during step 1 042 that the caller has elected to 

25 access a premium entertainment service, then the content database 600 is preferably 
accessed during step 1045 to retrieve any access information, account number, and/or 
password which is used to access the selected premium entertainment service, 
including the appropriate external network to be utilized; any corresponding network 
address (Internet), telephone number (shared revenue telephone services) or cable 
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channel (pay-per-view); and any corresponding account number and/or password. For 
example, if the customer has selected a web site-based premium entertainment service 
provided by content provider 130, which is accessed via the Internet 145, the 
PBX/ACD 150 accesses the appropriate record of the content database 600 and 

5 retrieves the appropriate stored access information, including the URL address 

associated with the web site. Alternatively, the PBX/ACD 150 may provide the URL 
to the customer via the IVRU 155 or via email, for example, and the customer may 
enter the URL in a web browser to access the desired web site. 
[ 1 06] Thereafter, during step 1050, the PBX/ACD 1 50 utilizes the information 

1 0 retrieved during the previous step to establish the appropriate connection between the 
caller and the selected content provider, such as content provider 130. For example, if 
the caller has selected a web site-based premium entertainment service provided by 
content provider 130, which is accessed via the Internet network 145, the PBX/ACD 
150 preferably enters the URL in a web browser, such as Netscape Navigator, to 

1 5 access the desired web site. 

[ 1 07] Once the connection is established to the selected content provider during step 
1050, such as the web-based content provider 130, the account number and password 
retrieved during step 1045 are preferably transmitted to the content provider 130 
during step 1055. Thereafter, program control proceeds to step 1060 (FIG. 10C). 

20 [108] The call is placed in the queue during step 1060. Alternatively, the call may be 
placed in the queue at any time after it is determined that an appropriate attendant is 
not available (step 1015 of FIG. 10A) and prior to step 1062. The PBX/ACD 150 
preferably monitors the availability of the attendants during step 1062 to determine 
when an attendant is available. Thus, a test is performed during step 1065 to 

25 determine if an appropriate attendant is available. If it is determined during step 1065 
that an appropriate attendant is not available, then program control returns to step 1062 
where the PBX/ACD 150 continues monitoring the availability of the attendants until 
an attendant is available. If, however, it is determined during step 1065 that an 
appropriate attendant is available, then a disconnect warning is provided to the caller 
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which permits the caller to choose when to have the call routed to an appropriate 
attendant console 160 during step 1070, together with any associated collected 
information, in the manner described above. In one embodiment, the caller can elect 
to continue accessing the entertainment option beyond the complimentary time offered 
5 by the call center 1 00 by providing a payment. 

[ 1 09] Finally, the PBX/ACD 1 50 preferably creates a record of the entertainment 
option connection in the connection record database 700 during step 1075. As 
previously indicated, this record may be utilized to confirm any billing information 
received from the content provider 130. Thereafter, the PBX/ACD 150 exits the 
1 0 process. 

[110] The PBX/ACD 1 5 0 is preferably billed by each content or service provider for 
the total connection time for each caller. The billing information can be verified using 
the connection record database 600. 

[Ill] As discussed above, the PBX/ACD 1 50 also preferably provides the 
1 5 functionality of call handling process 1 1 00, shown in FIGS . 1 1 A, 1 1 B and 1 1 C, in 
order to (i) route a call to an appropriate attendant console 160 within a pool of 
attendants, (ii) transfer calls to the IVRU 155 when no attendants are available to 
service a particular call, (iii) place a call in a queue, if needed, (iv) provide a caller on 
hold with access to one or more merchants, and (v) provide the caller on hold with one 
20 or more offers. Call handling process 1 100 may be performed in conjunction with call 
handling process 1000. 

[112] As illustrated in FIG. 1 1 A, the PBX/ACD 1 50 begins a process of the present 
invention during step 1 105, when a caller places a call to the customer service call 
center 100. The information associated with the call is preferably forwarded to the 
25 PBX/ACD 150 during step 1110. For example, the PBX/ACD 150 may access a 
database, such as the customer account database 300, to retrieve biographical 
information on the customer placing the call and receive information initially collected 
by the IVRU 155. 
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[113] A test is preferably performed during step 1 1 1 5 to determine if an appropriate 
attendant is available to handle the call. If it is determined during step 1115 that an 
appropriate attendant is available to handle the call, then program control proceeds to 
step 1 190 (FIG. 1 1C), as discussed below, for call handling. If, however, it is 
5 determined during step 1115 that an appropriate attendant is not available to handle the 
call, the call is placed in a queue during step 1117. A message is preferably played to 
the caller by the IVRU 155 during step 1 120 with an appropriate greeting and estimate 
of the hold time. 

[114] A test is performed during step 1 122 to determine if the caller should be 

1 0 provided with access to the entertainment options. As previously indicated, the 
customer account database 300 includes a flag in field 340 indicating whether the 
respective customer should be provided with such access during any holding periods, 
hi this manner, access can be limited to certain classes of customers and denied to 
customers who have previously made fraudulent usage of the entertainment options. If 

15 it is determined during step 1 122 that the caller should be denied access to the 
entertainment options, then program control proceeds to step 1 175 (FIG. 1 1C). 
[115] If, however, it is determined during step 1 1 22 that the caller should be 
provided with access to the entertainment options, then PBX/ACD determines a menu 
of merchants and/or offers to present to the caller in step 1 123. The PBX/ACD 

20 preferably determines a set of appropriate merchants and/or offers based on the 

information associated with the call received during step 1110, the merchant rules 840 
contained in the merchant database 800, the offer rules 940 contained in the offer 
database 900, or any combination thereof. According to an alternative embodiment, 
the entertainment options offered to the caller correspond to the anticipated period that 

25 the caller will be on hold. The caller is preferably presented with the menu of 

merchants and/or offers by the IVRU 1 55 during step 1 125. Alternatively, the caller 
may have the option to be presented a menu of merchants and a separate menu of 
offers. 
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[116] The PBX/ACD 1 50 preferably waits until a selection of the desired merchant 
or offer is received from the caller during step 1 127. For example, the caller may push 
a button on a telephone keypad corresponding to a desired entertainment option, may 
speak the name of the entertainment option, may click on a link on a displayed 
5 webpage, or may otherwise indicate his selection. Alternatively, a failure by the caller 
to actively select an option may result in a default entertainment option. Upon receipt 
of the desired entertainment option, the PBX/ACD 150 performs a test during step 
1 130 (FIG. 1 IB) to determine if the caller has elected to be connected to a merchant. 
[117] If it is determined during step 1130 that the caller has elected to be connected 

10 to a merchant, then the merchant database 800 is preferably accessed during step 1135 
to retrieve any access information which is used to access the selected merchant, 
including the appropriate external network to be utilized; any corresponding network 
address (e.g., corresponding URL), telephone number, or cable channel; and any 
corresponding account number and/or password. 

15 [118] Preferably, the merchant database 800 is also accessed during step 1 135 to 

retrieve any information relating to complimentary discounts, promotions, rewards or 
offers available to the customer while shopping at the merchant. For example, if the 
caller has selected a merchant 132 having a web site accessible via the Internet 145, 
the PBX/ACD 150 accesses the appropriate record of the merchant database 800 and 

20 retrieves the appropriate stored discount information and access information, including 
the URL address associated with the web site. Alternatively, access information may 
also contain any information about discounts for which the customer is eligible. For 
example, a stored URL address may provide the customer access to items for which 
shipping is free, or may otherwise indicate to the merchant 132 that the customer is 

25 eligible to receive free shipping. Thereafter, the PBX/ACD 150 establishes a 

connection between the caller and the indicated web site during step 1 140 based on the 
URL address. 

[119] According to another example, if the caller has selected a merchant 122 
accessible via the telephone network 135, the PBX/ACD 150 accesses the appropriate 
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record of the merchant database 800 and retrieves the appropriate stored discount 
information and access information, including the telephone number associated with 
merchant 122. Thereafter, the PBX/ACD 150 establishes a telephone connection 
between the caller and the merchant 122 during step 1 140 based on the telephone 
5 number. 

[ 1 20] Alternatively, the PBX/ACD 1 50 may provide the access information (e.g., 
URL, telephone number) to the customer via the IVRU 155 or via email, for example, 
and the customer may establish a connection to the selected merchant. 
[121] Once the connection is established to the selected merchant during step 1 140, 

10 such as the web-based merchant 132, any account number, password, or discount 

information retrieved during step 1 135 are preferably transmitted to the merchant 132 
during step 1 142. Program control then proceeds to step 1 175 (FIG. 1 1C). 
[122] If, however, it is determined during step 1130 that the caller has not elected to 
be connected to a merchant, then a further test is performed during step 1 144 to 

15 determine if the caller has elected to receive an offer. If it is determined during step 
1 144 that the caller has not elected to receive an offer, then the selection provided by 
the caller is not a valid selection and the caller is preferably prompted to re-enter his 
selection during step 1 145. 

[123] If, however, it is determined during step 1 144 that the caller has elected to 
20 receive an offer, then the offer database 900 is preferably accessed during step 1 150 to 
retrieve the information associated with the offer, such as the sponsoring merchant 
920, the benefit 930 and the obligation 935. This offer information is then provided to 
the caller via IVRU 155 during step 1155. For example, a caller electing to receive an 
offer for free frequent flyer miles from an airline is provided via IVRU 155 with an 
25 offer requiring the caller to speak with a magazine subscription marketer in exchange 
for receiving 500 frequent flyer miles from that airline. 

[124] The PBX/ACD 1 50 preferably waits until an indication of whether the caller 
accepts the offer is received from the caller during step 1 160. Upon receipt of the 
caller's response, the PBX/ACD 150 performs a test during step 1 165 to determine if 
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the caller has accepted the offer. If it is determined during step 1 165 that the caller has 
decided not to accept the offer, then PBX/ACD 150 prompts the caller to select 
another entertainment option at step 1 145. 

[125] If, however, it is determined during step 1165 that the caller has accepted the 
5 offer, then PBX/ACD 1 50 preferably performs any steps necessary for the caller to 
fulfill any obligations of the offer during step 1 170. For example, if the caller has 
accepted an offer to receive frequent flyer miles in return for fulfilling an obligation to 
be connected to a merchant in order to listen to a marketing pitch by a sponsoring 
merchant, PBX/ACD 150 may determine the telephone number of the sponsoring 

1 0 merchant, call the merchant telephone number, and connect the caller to the 

sponsoring merchant, in a manner as described above with respect to steps 1 135 
through 1142. Thereafter, program control proceeds to step 1175 (FIG. 11C). 
[126] The PBX/ACD 150 preferably monitors the availability of the attendants 
during step 1 175 to determine when an attendant is available. Thus, a test is 

1 5 performed during step 1 1 80 to determine if an appropriate attendant is available. 
[127] If it is determined during step 1180 that an appropriate attendant is not 
available, then a test is performed during 1 185 to determine if the caller is still 
connected to an entertainment option. If it is determined that the caller is still 
connected to an entertainment option, then program control returns to step 1 175 where 

20 the PBX/ACD 150 continues monitoring the availability of the attendants until an 
attendant is available. 

[128] If, however, it is determined that the caller is no longer connected to an 
entertainment option, then program control returns to step 1 122 where the PBX/ACD 
150 determines whether to provide the caller with a menu of available entertainment 
25 options. For example, the caller may have completed a transaction with a merchant 
132 while on hold and may wish to continue shopping at a different merchant. 
[129] If it is determined during step 1 180 that an appropriate attendant is available, 
then a disconnect warning is provided to the caller which permits the caller to choose 
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when to have the call routed to an appropriate attendant console 160 during step 1190, 
together with any associated collected information, in the manner described above. 
[130] Finally, the PBX/ACD 150 preferably creates a record of the entertainment 
option connection in the connection record database 700 during step 1 195. As 

5 previously indicated, this record may be utilized to confirm any billing information 
received from the merchant 132. During step 1 195, PBX/ACD 150 also preferably 
updates customer account database 300 to indicate information about the caller's time 
on hold, such as any purchases made by the customer, merchants visited, offers 
accepted (or rejected), obligations fulfilled, and benefits granted. For example, a 

10 merchant 122 may transmit to PBX/ACD 1 50 an indication of the purchases the caller 
made while on hold. The purchase information may be used to determine appropriate 
merchants to provide as entertainment options during a subsequent call by the caller. 
Thereafter, the PBX/ACD 150 exits the process. 

[131] It is to be understood that the embodiments and variations shown and described 
1 5 herein are merely illustrative of the principles of this invention and that various 

modifications may be implemented by those skilled in the art without departing from 
the scope and spirit of the invention. 
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